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One is tempted to ask from where she
acquired this sense of independence, this
urge not to conform, to be critical and not
just to cheer on those in power. - Datuk
Seri Dr Mahathir Mohamad from his
Foreword in Marina Mahathir’s book, In
Liberal Doses
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L IKE father, like daughter?
Anyone reading this interest-
ing remark by the Prime Min-

1.ister about his eldest daugh-. . . 1 . _ _
ter would certainlv be led to

think that that is what he intended.
And most people will happily see Datin

Paduka Marina Mahathir in her father’s
mould thanks to her work as an AIDS ac-
tivist and newspaper columnist. Time and
time again, she has proven that she is just
as outspoken, critical and strong-willed as
her dad, on issues that matter.

Just as any event with Dr Mahathir’s
attendance is deemed newsworthy, Mari-
na has undoubtedly become one of the
most high-profiled women in Malaysia
over the past few years.

But then again, she has earned her
stripes - and a couple of “controversies”
to spice things up.

This year alone, Marina has notched up
various honours - from picking up a com-
munity service award for her tireless
work in AIDS to being conferred the Datin
Paduka title by the Sultan of Selangor.
She was also appointed the Asia Pacific
representative where United Nations poli-
cies on AIDS are concerned and in Au-
gust, was the proud recipient of an honor-
ary Masters degree in Arts from Univer-
siti Sains Malaysia.

And as 1997 draws to a close, she
chalks up another noteworthy achieve-
ment - a book shrewdly titled In Liberal
Doses that contains her best writings from
her fortnightly column, Musings, in Sec-
tion 2 which was launched yesterday in
Kuala Lumpur. Certainly, Marina - al-
ways blunt and unabashedly liberal with
her opinions - is no stranger to
attention.

what more a book.
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“On Tuesday nights, I worry about it
because you’re putting across a position
and it’s there in black and white. So it is
very easy for someone to refer to it and
attack you; you have to be ready to defend
yourself.”

In the book, the articles have been di-
vided and compiled according to their top-
ics. All together there are seven chapters,
all of which have an introduction by Mari-
na: On Being Malaysian, Marina Vs the
Censors, Malaysia’s Social Values, A Ma-
laysian Looks At thi World, Talking to
Young People, Women in Malaysia and
AIDS.

The result, she feels, are points and ar-
guments raised which are much stronger.

When Marina started out writing Mus-
ings, she says it was with little expecta-
tions. As she states in the introduction to
Chapter Five: “The original idea was for
me to write about family and home.”

From mainly domestic concerns, howev-
er, the column very soon had bits of biting
sarcasm directed at dubious policies pro-
posed by government officials in the coun-
try and global concerns such as AIDS and
women’s rights.

Marina terms the growth of topics tack-
led by Musings as a natural progress. “It’s
grown and evolved by itself based on the
t,hings  that interested me,” she says, add-
ing that from early 1992, she was going
through a lot of changes in her life.

This included accepting the challenging
position as chairman of the Malaysian
AIDS Foundation in 1993. The following
year, she was elect,ed  as president of the
Malaysian AIDS  Council.

That was when, as Marina explains:
“My scope of interest in current issues ex-
panded . . . which in turn enriched the col-
umn.”

“But also, I use my experiences with my
daughter or through her to reflect on larg-
er concerns. I have always used little inci-
dences  as a lead-in to talk about larger
things.”

Where rewards from having a column
are concerned, Marina affirms that there
are indeed many

“Personally, there’s been that discipli-



She started writing Musings in
late 1991 and it wasn’t long before
her column developed a mind of its
own, daring to express strong and
often controversial views on many
important issues and events affect-
ing the Malaysian body politic.

Her honest and sometimes pas-
sionate views have, as the Asian
Wall Street Journal aptly described,
“won her many *kudos  and a few
darts.”

A perfect example of this was her
recent no-holds barred &ticle  which
criticised relevant religious authori-
ties on arresting three Muslim beau-
ty contestants. “It was such a tough
thing,” recalls Marina on writing Re-
ligion, where is thy beauty? (July 9,
19971,  which she deems as her most
controversial column, ever. “Some-
times, you get the feeling that you’re
the only person in the world to feel
this way.”

She wasn’t. The almost immediate
reponse to that article was the best
she ever had. “I had people calling,
faxing, e-mailing, writing, stopping me in
the streets and 98% were supportive.
They spanned all races and ages.”

The two per cent that disagreed with
her views, adds Marina, wrote to the
newspapers, but not to her directly.

This interview, held a couple of weeks
before the launch, is to talk about the
book (naturally) and the column.

We meet at her modest but cosy office,
tucked within an old colonial shoplot  on
Jalan Pudu l,ama.  KL. which has lots of
wood furnishings and bamboo p1ant.s to
add to Its Old World charm. This IS where

Marina runs a publishing house. has now become a reality.
Dressed in a fetching long-sleeved top (I was more than relieved that I took

and form-fitting pants, Marina, who the safe route, for later, I found out that
turned 40 this year, looks quite relaxed Marina had actually thrown out a report-
and sportingly goes along with a lengthy er for starting out on the wrong track. But
photo shoot before the interview, never more on that later.)
once making a fuss. “Well, I am very excited and also very

When we finally begin the interview, I nervous,” she says. But then, she’s ner-
start t,he  ball rolling with “safe questions” vous every time the column comes out
mainly about how she feels since the book (fortnight.ly,  on Wednesdays) anyway.

nary reward, being able to express
what I feel about things. Having a
column disciplines you to try and
think very clearly (about a certain
topic) and clarify it in your mind.

“It’s so easy to keep something in
pour head and toss it and turn it all
the time without really coming to
some sort of concrete idea, but
when you write a column, you have
to do it.”

Even more valuable for Marina,
however, was finding out that
“somehow, I have been able to ex-
press things which a lot of people
are thinking.”

“It’s not that I go out and ask
people what they think; I only
write on a personal basis. And then
I find to my surprise that it reso-
nates a lot of people.

“People read this (my column)
and nod to themselves and I didn’t
know this until I go out and they
come up to me t.o voice their ap-
proval. I have a rather short memo-
ry but there are actually people
who can quote from certain col-

umns.
“In a way,” she continues,“1  feel good as

people sort of think of me as special but
somehow 1 am every person.”

With her high profile, not surprisingly,
she attracts con&ant. stares whenever she
goes out.

“Sometimec  you do feel like you’re being
wat,ched  ali  the time . ..~ when I am In the
supermarket in a T-shirt and jeans, 1 sort
of wonder whether t.he_v’re  disappointed.
‘This is what L&larina  looks  like on week-
ends . ..iike normal  people, you know.’ n
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Then she brightens up and shares a
funny anecdote. “I guess you’ll  do the
same thing if you ever meet somebody
well-known . . . you look out for what’s nor-
mal about them.

“For instance, I met Iman (former su-
permodel  and wife of rock star David Bow-
ie) in Singapore last month. Afterwards, I
was in the Ladies with other women and
you know what everyone was pleased
about? She (Iman)  has a tummy!”

It was unexpected instances like this
t,hroughout  the interview that demon-
st~rates  Marina’s flair for wit and humour
- the same qualities often lacing her arti-
cles, despite the sometimes hard-hitting
issues.

When asked how she manages to keep
her sense of humour  intact although she
may be hopping mad while writing her lat-
est critique, she says: “I think humour  is
t,he greatest medicine, as they say and we
always have to keep a sense of humour  as
it gives us a sense of perspective.”

One of manv examples would be .Z’he
Best of Malays>a  (Feb 19, 1997) in which
she commented on how in a season of big-
h,eartedness,  there always has to be a spoil-
sport (a certain public figure had dis-
agreed with the use of “Kongsi Kaya”).
She then added: That’s one person who’s
not going to get a Milo tin of love letters
this year.

Marina laughs when this is brought up.
“That Milo t,in  just came to me, it’s such

a standard Malaysian thing. That’s what I
try to use, everyday icons of Malaysian
life. And I think people like it when you
bring it up in the most unexpected of
places.”

Asked how certain quarters she has
criticised  (sometimes subtly, sometimes
harshly, but with no names given,’ in her
column will feel about their “skeletons”
being dragged out of the closet again in
light of the book’s publication, Marina
shrugs: “They probably won’t like it, they
didn’t like it the first time. We’ll

considering i am ~IIS daught,er!” 1; I’&

With an incredulous !ook, she adds:
“People come to me, !.rying t,o pass things
on (to the PMi and I am like: ‘Gee? What
am I supposed to do wit,h  this? *

As Marina once commemed in another
press interview: “When I was overseas,
people asked me all the time why didn’t, I
just go and ask my dad to do certain
things. I always said because of the way T
was brought up, I couldn’t because I didn’t,

want t.o take advantage of my
relationship wit-h  him.”

Well now we’ve come t,o the
Mahathir name. which is wit.h-
out doubt the most instantly
recognisable  name in present-
day Malaysia.

In almost all the press inter-
views that. Marina has done
local and foreign ~ the fact that
she’s the Prime Minister’s
daughter has been brought, up
without fail, even after Marina
has succeeded in carving an
independent image and role in
society.

In one report, it was pointed
out that where the Mahathir
name was concerned, it “has
been both a boon and a burden”
for Marina.

Has she resigned to the
inescapable notion that such
questions will always, always
be around?

“Well, 1 can’t escape the fact.
In the early days, when I first
came back (from living abroad),
I used to resent it enormously I
used to think, ‘Wah, is that the
most interesting thing about- -
me? which of course, begged

the question: What is interesting about
me? And at that time, there wasn’t really
anything.

“Now that I feel I have done enough, by
having carved out my own identity, SO to
speak, I don’t mind it too much. Although
it ti still irritating.”



Also included in In Liberal
Doses is the now famous Whith-
er Justice? piece which Marina
once admitted was her “most
notorious column.” She appar-
ently wrote it in 20 minutes as
she was so mad.

That article was carried on
the front page of Section 2 on
Nov 9,1994, and expressed very
vividly Marina’s anger at the
injustices concerning the under-
aged girl allegedly involved
with several men, including a
former chief minister.

She wrote: Z don’t care what
the fifteen-year-old Melaka girl
is like but the fact remains she
is underage. It seems to me to be
a gross mockery of justice that
she is the one being charged for
illicit sex. Z can tell already
what is going to happen when
the eight men who admitted
they have slept with her get to
court Cif they are ever going to
get there at all). They’ll all
whine and say “She made me do
it.”

. . . As a woman, especially a Muslim
woman, I am angry, disgusted and
ashamed. Z have always thought that one
of the foundations of my religion was jus-
tice. Zt cannot be subsumed to worldly
thin.qs like politics.

t\sked  why she chose to pursue the con-
troversial instead of sticking to the safe
tcrri!ory  of taiking about family matters,
she says: “1 would have found it limiting. I
am NOT like Bhat,  you know!”

“1 think everything that I’ve done, I
have always expanded on it. To me, it was
;3 natural  !,hing  to expand the scope of the
co!::mn.  Nobodv objected to it. You are al-
w‘n;;  looking ior  something new to say
-mi-\i<l>....”

What does she think is the biggest mis- on within the Government and politics.
conception that people have of her? Very often, I am the last person to know.

A pause, then Marina replies sombrely: “I knew my dad was going on a two-
“That I have complete access to my dad month holiday two days before he an-
and that I know everything that is going nounced  it. You know, that’s pretty bad,

This mindset  that we should try and get things as easily as possible is

very strange to me. It’s just not in our family values to get things

easily... It’s been instilled in us by our parents that nothing comes easy A/.

Asked if her siblings ever  tease her
about get.t.ing  t.he  lion’s ‘share of the lime-
ilgbt,  5hc replIes candidly: “No, I think
til,>y  arc resentful  . . t.hey think I do all

in life, you have to work for whatever you want. There’re absolutely no ! ’ ’ ’ “”
:U rrarlki~  ~hcm look bad!  That’s what

! -t-on Jo af i hr,m ! old oma of my friends.”
shortcuts. t‘.

As if to prove her point, Marina recalls
how she once kicked out a reporter for
starting out by asking her what  it is like b
be the PM’s daughter.

“1 don’t mind if it (the question) 1s
inserted somewhere, but if you start out
that way, it means that you haven’t done
any research on me. I just threw him out.
I just wasn’t in the mood for it.”

Summing up her feelings about the topic
with a wry smile, she sighs, in mock help-
lessness: “But yeah well, what to do?”

And then her mischievous streak kicks
in: “Although I am dying, I am dying, okay,
for somebody to go up to my dad and ask
what is it like to be Marina’s dad? Nobody
has ever asked him that in any interview
and they should. It would be so interesting
just, to turn the tables around.”

As a result of her family name, says
Marina, the public sometimes have unre-
alistic perceptions and expectations when
they meet her.

“It,‘s  all surface . . . sometimes it’s nice
when people just get (to see) the surface,
you can hide your real self and feel you are
sort of free. Sometimes you can get really
resentful also, because you know that peo-
ple’s impression of you is completely dif-
ferent from what you are.

“I keep meeting people when I go
around giving talks and they’ll say: ‘You
are so normal.’ And I am like: Yes?
Anddd...? What did you expect?”

It, is interesting to note that while Mari-
na’s face is almost, as famous as her par-
ents’. trer tbrec brothers’ “fame quotient”
il; pre?.t.y  iow,,  despite, their being succcss-
iii1 bu,;inessmen.



bask in the refleded glory.”
“The one thing that my brothers and I

get resentful about is the whole idea that
‘Of course-Z&, they get all this, they are
PM’s children’ but they never see the
backroom  work, how we really worked at
everything.

“This mindset  that we should try and
get things as easily as possible is very
strange to me. It’s iust not in our familv

for a souvenir programme. I want you to
write a personal column of your own,
about writing columns since you used to
write one in your younger days.”

And that’s what he did precisely.
“It’s turned out to be quite an interest-

ing essay,” says a very pleased Marina.
‘In fact, I am afraid it is going to over-
shadow mine. Everyone will read that and
analvse it line by line and forget about my

values  to get thingfieasily.  Everything h’ds stuff? ,C,I tto be worked for.” Marina started her
working life as a journal-
1st. She’s also dabbled in
promot-ions and public
relations and fashion.

Those family values are
what Marina now &rives
to pass on t.o her IO-year-
old daughler.  Ineza. “lf.‘s
been instilled in us hy our
parents t.hat nothing
romes  easy in lif’e,  y o u
have to work for what.ever
you want.. There’re abso-.
lutely no shortcuts.

“My dad used to laugh at
us if we entered competi-
lions as he thought, we
were t.rying  to find a short-
cut. And_ of course, we
never won which seemed
to prove his point.”

Other values that Mar-i-
na hopes to instil in Ineza
are not surprising: “A com-
mit,ment  t,o trut,h, a n d  a
commitment to seeing jus-
tice done.”

Those who know Mari-
na speak very highly of
her good manners and
thoughtfulness. For in-

I’ve tnet some
wonderful people and I

feel really privileged
working with people
living with HIV and
AIDS because I’ve
been witness to
incredible compassion,
incredible love and
incredible strength
which you don’t see if
you’re always with
people who are having
it good in life.

Her extensive publish-
ing and Journalism experi-
ences inch ode working
with Paris Vogw  and as a
consultant. t,o Newsweek
and the International Her-
ald Trihune, and publish-
Ing a handful of coffee
table books s u c h  a s
Malaysia: Heart of South-
east Asia, Grafts of
Mala.ysia,  Passage to Viet-
nam, and perhaps the most
ambitious of all, the forth-
coming multi-volume
Encyclopedia of Malaysia.

She was educated at
Sussex University in
Britain, where she com-
pleted a degree in interna-
tional relations. She has
lived in Japan and Los
Angeles.

Marina married and divorced a French-
man, who still lives in Malaysia. As a sin-
gle mother, Marina has written several
pieces on her triumphs and tribulations in
bringing up a daughter in the 90s.

For all the confidence that she exudes in
appearance, Marina has often portrayed
herself as a mother with very common
problems in her column, coping with ups
and downs that ordinary mothers could
identify with.

stance, friends who attended a surprise
birthday party thrown for her, received
handwritten thank-you notes from, her.

She responds: “I am a maniac about
manners, especially among young children
(which she has touched on in her column
as well).

“My parents were particular about a
lot of t.hings and 1 think they’ve always
brought us up with the right values, even
though some people think of us as incredi-
bly liberal and westernised. But the values
were always there, very solid.”

On getiing her dad to contribute I.he
foreword to the book, she says she asked
him, “partly because 1 feit  1 had to, m case
he got upset that I didn’t.”

Nevertheless, Marina was quite sur-
prosed when he agreed.  However, he bursl
her bubble  by requt:st.ing  [or some of’ her
twlumns so f.hat  inp  cou Id rcbad  r.hem

“1 wa:, quii,t, upset ! was like: Voti mcwn.
~011  don? rc~tti  mts-cl/,“” says Marina. I&gn-
mg  ilTIgCl’

We touch very delicately on how lneza
handles the “single mother” situation.

“Initially, she was a bit confused but. B
cieared  it up with her. It’s important to be
( .uthful  when you explain. And she’s an
i:lcredibly  mature  and independent child
fctr her age. She knows that we love her so
* ..d’s the main t,hing.  I try and keep rou-
‘nes t.he  same. Thr  import.ant  thing  is for
: IP child  1.0 feel wcure.

“She 1 Ineza: .+x:s her i‘ather  on werk-
ids so 11,‘s not a problem.” adds Marma.
,varina  agrees  rhat pc?cJpk havf?  assocl-

: ,.eti her so clos:ci~~ a~ at? cutspokpn co~urn.
1,  !ri .in A! I)P :I(:: ~visc irnd  .I rl1c.l  be! I,hal



they often forget that she also holds a
fulltime  job heading a publishing house.
How on earth does she manage all these
tasks?

“The balancing out of my time between
all these activites  is not very well done,
quite frankly. It’s been a struggle to adjust
my priorities,” she says.

“Mainly, I worry about l.he time that is
being lost on my daughter. During the
school holidays last year, I was working
most. of t,he time, so now I Iry and institute
rules about what I will and won’t do. I say
J won’t. work on weekends (but) it hasn’t
worked that well, untbrtunately.”

Marina’s  commitment to the AIDS
cause  is not.hing  short of exceptional. She
once described her involvement with
AIDS as “a lifet.ime  commitment.”

“1 think everyone who gets into AIDS
work finds It. hard to get. out of it,,  no mat-
ter how burned out. you get. Because basi..
tally,  you’re dealing wit,h human lives.

“The principal motivation is t.hat  you
want to save lives. You know that t,his vi-
rus is moving faster t,han you are, so that’s
what I mean by it, being a lifetime commit-
ment ~~ I don’t think J’d ever get out, of it,.
Unless i$ey find a cure for it and the
whole problem is solved, I don’t-  see an end
to it,.”

Hut as Marina quickly points out, she is
determined not to let the AIDS cause run
like “a cult of personality” fuelled  only by
her celebrity status.

“What I’ve worked very hard for is to set
up a structure for the Malaysian AIDS
Council to make sure that its foundations
are solid, so it should be able to carry on
no matter who is the presi-
dent.

benefit the MAF was a dinner and fashion
show featuring the works of Vivienne
Westwood  in April 1994, whit  pulled in
half a million ringgit. )r ,

The intangible rewards f& I\ra

7

na are
plenty too. 1:)

“I’ve met some wonderful peo le and E
feel really privileged working wi h people
living with HIV and AIDS because I’ve
been witness to incredible  compassion. io-
credible love and incredible strength
which you don’t see if you’re always wit.h
people who are having rt good in life.

“You realise  how privileged ijnd luck)
you are and how much you should be doing
t,o give something hack. And t,hat 1.0 me 1s
the  greatest reward of’ all ”

‘I’htl m o s t  rrustratlng hindrancc !or
Manna where AIDS IS concerned. she ~a;‘”
IS “a real  lack of will to want in prot.ect  OUT
people from HTV.”

“ I  don’i think WP arr doing  enough
don’t, think people here realI,! understann
t,he  magnitude of l.he  epidemic. And t.htlrci.
fore, we are not respondmg 111  kind ‘J’hrhrt
is a real lack of a will to deal with  realtl,J.
in t.his  country and that’s very sad. \rl%  are
going to pay for it in the end....”

Going back to her column, 1 ask Marina
how long she sees herself writing Musings.
“I suppose until they (the editors) fire me”’
she jokes.

“I don’t plan ahead. I respond to what%
happening around us. I t,ry to keep it topi-
cal at most times, and I try to bring in a
new take on what’s current.”

Furthermore, she pointedly adds:
“There is no lack of issues in Malaysia.”

When I attemnt,  to inauire where mat-

In the introduct.ion  to the
hook chapter solely dedicat-
ed to AIDS, Marina writes
that she got involved with it
“quite by accident” and that
she had lost two friends,
William and Sit.i, to AIDS.

“It’s not as if I woke up
one day and decided I’d take
up a cause, it just hap-
pened.” she explains. “It
was an accident rn that, 1
was asked  t.o join the
Malaysian AIDS Pounda-
tion as t.hey  did not have
enough women on the board
and at that time.  !heq had
no Idea what F could do. All
the\  knflw was  that ! had
~xperlencc~  !n ralsi ng
funds.’

I don’t think we are
doing enough. I don’t
think people here
really understand the
magnitude of the
(AIDS) epidemic. And
therefore, we are not
responding in kind.
There is a real lack of
a will to deal with
reality in this country
and that’s very sad.
We are going to pay
for it in the end-

&s of thl heart lie within
her hectic lifestyle, Marina
laughingly says, “No com-
ment” and then adds tan-
talisingly,  “ for  the mo
ment.”

Finally, where does she
hope to see herself in I(?
years?

A  t h o u g h t f u l  paust.
before she says: “1 hope LY
have at least one tnorc
child and 1 hope to remam
on very close t.erms  Twit i.
m y  h-lends  and fanll~:
That’s haslcally  all.

“EverythIng else +h;,:
comes my way 1~ a bonus
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